Good afternoon…
Each year it falls to the award committee – made up of past merit award recipients to review nominations for the award. I want to thank the members of the committee for their work in reviewing this year's nominees, and I am honored as a previous recipient and as a representative of the committee to present this year's award.
The Mark Cady Award of Merit honors individuals whose lives and careers embody the values Chief Justice Mark Cady cherished most: a career marked by integrity, service, and an unwavering commitment to improving the administration of justice. This year’s recipient exemplifies those values in every respect.
This year’s recipient graduated from Iowa State University and went on to Iowa School of Law. Prior to joining the bench in 2005 the recipient was in private practice. After serving as a district court judge – this judge was selected in 2012 as the Chief Judge of their judicial district.
This appointment proved to be a natural fit. Serving in the shadows of some of the most respected leaders in Iowa’s judicial history this judge quickly established a reputation for sound judgment and tireless service.
Those of you who have served as a chief judge know that job often resembles herding lions. There are difficult personnel issues and countless unexpected crises. When those moments arose in this district the judges and staff knew who to call.
They called this judge.
Why? Because they knew the phone would be answered and they knew before the conversation ended there would be a thoughtful, practical, and workable solution. By all accounts this judge’s work ethic is unmatched and their institutional knowledge is second to none. 
Nothing demonstrated that more clearly than the spring of 2020. While much of the world—and our own judiciary—was consumed by uncertainty and some districts struggled to simply figure out what came next – this judge worked with their fellow chief judges, led their district collaboratively, and helped to lead efforts to keep things moving. 
In addition to keeping the work moving this judge took the time to help those around them. Their advice  was invariably wise and practical. The leadership, willingness to  collaborate, and practical help provided by this judge played an integral role in helping their district continue serving the public during one of the most challenging periods in our history.
Leadership isn't simply about intelligence. It's about character.
This judge is always willing to make time for someone with a problem. There is little tolerance for foolishness and even less patience for unnecessary drama, but there is endless patience for doing things the right way. Problems are not ignored—they are solved. And they are solved thoughtfully, decisively, and fairly.
Over the years, this judge has also devoted countless hours to improving our profession through service - service to bar associations, judicial branch committees, public outreach efforts, and service to the Iowa Judges Association. Nearest to my heart there has also been steadfast support for juvenile court, including personally covering juvenile dockets because the work mattered and the children and families served by those courts mattered.
And while these accomplishments are extraordinary, those who know this judge best know what matters most.
Family.
This judge was a devoted daughter and remains deeply connected to siblings and extended family. Alongside a spouse who shares a love of Iowa State University, this judge raised three children who, not surprisingly, became Cyclones themselves...(Something I chose not to hold against them!) 
Retirement will bring opportunities for travel, to spend more time along the Mississippi River, and perhaps to spend a few hours in the pottery studio. But one thing retirement will not diminish is the respect, admiration, and gratitude felt by judges, lawyers, court staff, and friends throughout Iowa.
Chief Justice Mark Cady believed in a career of servant leadership. He believed that institutions are strengthened by people who quietly do the work, solve problems, mentor others, and leave things better than they found them.
This year's recipient does more than simply check those boxes – their career embodies each of those qualities. 
For extraordinary leadership, unwavering dedication to the administration of justice, and a legacy that has made Iowa's courts stronger it is my great honor to present the 2026 Mark Cady Award of Merit to—
Chief Judge Kellyann Lekar.
Congratulations, Kellyann.
